
Utilising Occupational Psychology at Barnsley Hospital NHS Foundation Trust to 
address the bigger picture of staff psychological health & safety and mental wellbeing 

Barnsley Hospital NHS Foundation Trust has faced significant challenges regarding staff 
health & wellbeing, particularly in the aftermath of the pandemic. The pressures of the 
healthcare environment have led to increased mental health issues among staff, which in 
turn, has contributed to higher levels of sickness absence. Recognising the need for a more 
strategic and evidence-based approach to addressing these issues, the Trust has engaged 
the services of Carl Barnes, an occupational psychologist to examine and improve systems 
and promote psychological health and safety. This approach includes evaluating team 
dynamics, work processes, job design, leadership, and the overall work environment. 

Carl emphasises the importance of moving beyond reactive support measures. Instead of 
only focusing on therapeutic interventions after problems have arisen and/or relying on 
individual self-care resources, the Trust also needed to prioritise preventative measures that 
address the root causes of mental health issues in the workplace. This shift requires a 
comprehensive understanding of the factors that contribute to stress and psychological injury 
in the work environment. 

Evidence-Based Approach 

Carl's approach is rooted in evidence-based practice. He noticed that the NHS often places 
significant emphasis on staff surveys, which, while valuable, can lead to an overreliance on a 
single data source for needs analysis and decision-making. Carl advocated for a more 
holistic approach, integrating multiple sources of evidence, including: 

• Stakeholders’ Values and Concerns: drawing on the views, perceptions and lived 
experience of staff and stakeholders in the organisation via focus groups, interviews 
and other engagement activities. 

• Practitioners / Experts: drawing on the knowledge and experience of psychological 
health & safety professionals, distilled in published guidelines and standards (e.g. 
WHO Guidelines on Mental Health at Work; ISO 45003 Guidelines for Managing 
Psychosocial Risks). 

• Organisational / Internal Data: reviewing patterns and trends in OH referrals, EAP 
referrals, sickness absence data and staff survey results. 

• Scientific Literature / Empirical Studies: drawing on the findings of published 
meta-analyses, systematic reviews, randomised controlled trials and cross-sectional 
studies that examined interventions in terms of ‘what works’, when, where and with 
whom. 

Carl was then able to conduct a gap analysis that highlighted where additional organisational 
level, individual level and targeted interventions for psychological health & safety were 
needed. 

Strategic Interventions 

Based on the findings from his evidence-based analysis, Carl identified several key areas for 
intervention which included: 

1. Workplace Stress / Psychosocial Risk Management Policy: 
o Previously, workplace stress management was embedded within other 

policies, making it less visible and less actionable. It also relied on reactive 
stress risk assessments with individuals once they were already impacted by 
stress.  Carl led on the development of a new standalone policy, making 



stress management a priority and emphasising proactive approaches of good 
job design and collective stress risk assessments with teams. 

2. Response to distressing events: 
o Carl is also working on protocols to support staff who experience distressing 

events, such as exposure to violence, aggression, or death. The aim is to 
provide clear pathways for support and to mitigate the long-term 
psychological impact of such events. 

3. Recruitment practices: 
o Recruitment, promotionand selection was identified as a less obvious but 

important area to target for improving the psychological health & safety of 
staff. By ensuring these methods and processes are valid, reliable and fair, 
whilst being non-onerous for hiring managers, the Trust can reduce workload 
stressors, enhance team resilience and improve perceptions of procedural 
justice which support a positive working environment. 

o Leadership roles were highlighted as particularly important, with a focus on 
selecting leaders who are motivated and capable to support their teams 
effectively. 

o Work is commencing to look at multiple work streams in this area. 

Collaborative implementation  

Implementing these interventions requires coordination across multiple functions within 
Barnsley Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, including Occupational Health, HR, OD and Health 
and Safety departments. Carl's role helps to bridge these functions and ensure interventions 
are effectively integrated into the Trust’s ongoing operations. 

One of the challenges identified by Carl and the Trust's leadership is measuring the impact 
of these interventions. Given the interconnected nature of the workplace system, it can be 
difficult to isolate the effects of specific changes. However, ongoing efforts are being made 
to develop metrics that can accurately reflect improvements in staff wellbeing and 
demonstrate the return on investment for these initiatives (e.g. developing pre- and post-
intervention measures and workability / work capacity measures). 

Barnsley Hospital NHS Foundation’s Trust's forward-thinking approach showcases and 
supports the use of occupational psychology and the difference it can make. By focusing on 
preventative measures, evidence-based interventions, and systemic improvements, the 
Trust is taking proactive steps to enhance and better support staff wellbeing.  

To read more about Barnsley’s work visit: 
https://www.nhshealthatwork.co.uk/images/library/files/Case%20Studies%202024/FINAL-
BPS_DOP_Conference_Slides_2024_-_Going_Upstream_Taking_an_evidence-
based_approach_to_staff_psychological_health_and_safety_at_an_NHS_Trust-
Carl_Barnes.pdf 
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